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RISING LUMBER PRICES DRIVE UP PRODUCTION, WAGES
MISSOULA With lumber prices on the rise, the first quarter of 1999 brought increased lumber
production wages to Montana’s forest products industry, according to a researcher with The
University of Montana’s Bureau of Business and Economic Research.
“Lumber prices had fallen steadily since the onset of the global economic problems in
mid-1997, but prices began increasing in late 1998 because of the stronger-than-anticipated
U.S. housing market and economy,” said Charles Keegan, director of BBER’s Forest Industry
Research Program. “The resulting higher lumber production levels are expected to continue
through at least the first half of 1999, with June prices measuring 40 percent higher than one
year ago.”
Comparing figures from the first quarters of 1999 and 1998, lumber production for the
first three months of 1999 totaled 341 million board feet, an increase of about 7 percent from
the 319 million board feet produced in the first three months of 1998. Production wages during
the first quarter of 1999 reached $40.2 million, an increase of $140,000 from the same period
in 1998.
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Comparing figures from the first quarter of 1999 and the fourth quarter of 1998 also
shows an increase in employment and payroll figures, mainly because the Smurfit Stone pulp
and paper mill reopened after poor market conditions caused the plant to close for a month
during late 1998. Production employment increased 3 percent from 4,443 workers in the last
quarter of 1998 to 4, 577 workers in the first quarter of 1999.
But while the improved prices led to increased lumber production and payrolls for the
first quarter of 1999 compared with the first quarter of 1998, production employment during
that period declined slightly because the Darby sawmill halted its operations in late 1998. First
quarter 1999 employment decreased 1.4 percent, from 4, 642 workers in 1998 to 4,577
workers in 1999. However, increases in lumber production and hours worked at other mills
offset the decline in payroll and output caused by the Darby sawmill’s operation shutdown.
All figures refer only to production workers at timber-processing facilities and plants
processing wood fiber residue from such facilities. Production workers account for about 40
percent of the workers in Montana’s forest products industry. Estimates do not include the
several thousand workers in logging, trucking and other related jobs.
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